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 Prior to the adoption of Commission form of regulation the Legislature undertook, 
among other things, the task of prescribing maximum rates.  With the growth of the State, 
problems of ratemaking and regulation increased in complexity and in 1905 the 
Legislature provided for a railroad commission with jurisdiction limited to railroad and 
express companies and expanded it in 1909 to include telephone and telegraph 
companies, sleeping cars, wharfingers, port districts, electric, gas, water and irrigation 
public service companies.  In 1911, the name was changed to Public Service 
Commission.  In 1915 pipelines were placed under Commission jurisdiction.  In 1919 toll 
bridges were also placed under Commission jurisdiction.   
 
 Numerous changes in the physical makeup of the Commission and its 
responsibilities followed during the ensuing years.  For instance, in 1921, the Public 
Service Commission of the State of Washington was abolished and in its place the 
Department of Public Works was created under which there was a Division of 
Transportation and of Utilities and of Highways.   
 
 In 1923 the Division of Highways was abolished and a new Department created.  
At the same time certain responsibilities relating to safety and inspection of appliances 
and equipment were transferred to the Department of Labor and Industries and 
jurisdiction over public terminal warehouses relating to shipping, grading, weighing and 
inspection of grain was transferred to the Department of Agriculture.   
 
 However, in 1921 the Commission was vested with jurisdiction over motor 
vehicle carriers of property and persons for hire. In 1933 storage warehouses were placed 
under Commission jurisdiction.   
 
 In 1935 the Department of Public Works was abolished and the Department of 
Public Service created.  Jurisdictional responsibilities were not changed but by that time, 
perhaps the title “Department of Public Works”: because of its similarity in name to the 
Federal Public Works Administration, had an unhappy connotation which offended 
sensitive public officials.  It is true, too, that this departmental description prompted 
many requests from a confused public for services and information entirely foreign to 
public service regulation.   
 
 In 1945 the Department of Public Service was abolished and instead two 
departments were created – that of Public Utilities and that of Transportation.  Then, in 
1949 the two departments were again consolidated into the Washington Public Service 
Commission, composed of three members, the latest change occurred in 1951 when the 
Legislature made the Commission bipartisan, requiring by law that no more than two 
members of the Commission shall belong to the same political party.  It was further 
provided that Commissioner should be appointed by the Governor, with the consent of 



 

 

the Senate, for staggered six-year terms.  One Commissioner is designated by the 
Governor to serve as Chairman of the Commission.  No member maybe removed except 
for inefficiency, malfeasance or misfeasance in office upon specific written charges filed 
by the Governor and after a hearing before a special tribunal appointed by the Chief 
Justice of the Supreme Court.  In 1961 the Legislature again changed the name, this time 
to the Washington Utilities and Transportation Commission (WUTC), but organization 
and functions of the Commission remained unchanged as did the appointment and terms 
for the office of the Commissioners.  
 
 The jurisdiction of the WUTC consists of the regulation, in the public interest, of 
the rates, services, facilities and practices in the broadest terms of those engaged in the 
transportation of household goods; and those engaged in supplying transportation of 
household goods; and those engaged in supplying any utilities service or commodity to 
the public for compensation, and related activities; and to prescribe such rules and 
regulations as may be necessary to carry out its duties.   
 
 The WUTC is also required to regulate certain activities of non-public service 
companies to the extent considered in the interest of public safety, such as the safety of 
interstate natural gas and hazardous liquid pipelines and logging and industrial railroads 
with respect to establishment, inspection and maintenance of grade crossing sand 
separations, and as to apportion the cost of signals, safety devices, and traffic separations 
when parties in interest are unable to agree on the division of costs.   
 
 


